A b str a c t: According to the scholarly literature on the origin of the European Union, EU traces its beginnings to ev ents during the years just after World War II and possibly also to various economic and political events during the inter war period. But there also exist a number of works which are often ignored in the academic debate and which claim that the European community has a very much more distant past -often stretching as far back as the Middle Ages or even to Antiquity. These works, which have developed into a discourse of their own, look at the development of what they call "the European Idea" and how this has developed over the centuries. This article presents and analyzes the discourse on the European Idea, mainly with the help of Emile Dürkheim's notion of "collective representations". It is argued that there exist interesting affinities between this discourse and the type of collective representations that Dürkheim was very interested in towards the end of his life, namely community creating collective representations. The works on the European Idea, it is claimed, often exaggerate how far back one can trace the European community. They nonetheless have an important contribution to make to the standard literature on the origin of EU through their emphasis on the role of ideas, ideals and cultural symbols.
ignored in the academic debate and which claim that today's EU has a much more distant origin, as illustrated by the quote at the beginning of this ar ticle. These works look at what they call "the Eu ropean idea" and its development over the centu ries. Often they claim that the idea of a European community goes as far back as the Middle Agesand sometimes even to Antiquity. One thing that is interesting with this latter type of literature is that it focusses more or less exclusively on the impact of ideas, ideals and cultural symbols as opposed to the more hardnosed political and economic forces, which play a key role in the standard literature on the emergence of EU. In this article I shall first present the literature on the European idea and then try to determine to what extent works of this type can complement our understanding of the ori gin of EU. In assessing this type of discourse I shall primarily be relying on Emile Dürkheim's sociolo gy, especially his theory of how a society is consti tuted via symbols or "collective representations". I will in particular try to determine if the European idea itself can be understood as one of these com munity creating symbols (or collective representa tions) that Dürkheim was so fascinated by.2
The Birth and Development of a New Discourse: Studies on the European Idea (1940s-)
The very first work on the European idea appeared in 1947 and was written by the Italian historian Fede rico Chabod (1947) . Its title was "L'idea di Europa" and the article represented the author's installation lecture at the University of Rome. Chabod (1947:3) said that when studying the European idea one has to begin by looking at "the origin of the concept of Europe". And to decide the time of "the birth of Eu rope", one would have to know when Europe be came conscious of itself. What mattered was not so much Europe as a geographical concept -much more central were "the political Europe, the cultural and moral Europe". Of particular importance in tracing the history of the European idea, Chabod added, was to realize that a concept always emerges in opposition to some other concept. "The concept of Europe is formed by counterposition to all that is not Europe, and it acquires its characteris tics. . 
.through a confrontation with what is not Eu rope" (Chabod 1947:4). In his analysis of the idea of

Main Themes in the Discourse on the European Idea
The discourse on the European idea differs on sev eral scores from the accounts that one can find in ordinary historical works on the origin of the Eu ropean Union, as mentioned in the introduction. Though the original meaning of the word "Europe" is not clear, it is often thought that it comes from the Greek words "euros" (meaning "broad") and "opsis" or "optikos" (meaning "eye", "sight" or "face").
(2) Europe as a geographical concept In Antiquity, "Europe" was mainly used as a geographical concept. According to the Greeks, the world consisted of Europe, Asia and Libya (later called Africa). 
There seem to be a number of new myths in the making in the 'European idea' books which have recently appeared. Their authors are concerned to promote European unity; they try to do this by invoking great generalizations about the past. (Hay 1957: xvii).
There is also the fact that the typical work on the European idea is structured in a rather peculiar manner. Different interpretations of "Europe" are removed from their original contexts, and then presented one after the other in a way that often gives a strange rhythm to these works. The reader is forced to wrestle with the problem of how to make sense of something that makes its first his torical appearance as a Greek myth, then be comes a geographical concept, a Frankish empire and so on.
One also wonders whether the word "Europe" is not treated a bit like a fetish in the literature on the European idea -or as a flag, to use Curcio's apt formulation (Curcio 1958: l fectly: "The truth shall set you free" (Albonetti 1963 ).
The European idea literature typically also con tains appeals to higher moral values and it displays a strong aversion to utilitarian concerns -two atti tudes that are fundamental to the construction of a new community, according to Dürkheim. A society can only be constructed on a foundation of morali ty and non-individualistic values, in the French so ciologist's opinion. The obsession with finding and citing passages which contain the word "Europe", also has an explanation from a Durkheimian per spective: the symbol of "Europe" is used as a to tem. A totem, Dürkheim says, is not only a symbol of something that is holy to the believer, but it is part of this holy itself. Consequently it has to be lo cated and safeguarded, wherever it may be.
Durkheim's approach may be of help in explaining why the discourse on European Idea is structured in such a peculiar way, with section after section on the various incarnations of "Europe". Could it not be that a reason for this is that strength is gathered among those interested in European unity when they read about earlier attempts to create a Euro pean community -similar to the way that "the be liever is a man who is stronger" (Dürkheim [1912] 1965: 464)7 Dürkheim also describes collective representations in terms of "energy" and "electric ity": they are as if charged with currency and they attract one another. In the works on the European Idea the word "Europe" positively seems to glow with energy. The different "Europes" are strung along, one after the other, in such a way that the whole effect becomes a little bit like when several lamps are placed next to one another: festive and celebratory. 
The European Idea and Collective Effervescence
